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POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS IN LIBERIA. 

GEORGE W. ELLIS, P. R. G. S., K. C. 1 

Liberia will long be a source of permanent interest to the 
government and people of the United States, not only because 
it was founded and fostered by American citizens, but because 
there is going on there in the interest of the African races one 
of the unique struggles in modern state-building, in an endeavor 
to perpetuate in West Africa a government fashioned after 
the American democracy in which liberty shall be limited and 
regulated by law. 

Under the most unfavorable circumstances the Liberian 
people have entered upon a grave and stupendous undertaking. 
The high political ideas and principles which they represent, 
the ardor and fidelity with which they have maintained them 
for nearly three quarters of a century against European oppo- 
sition and in the midst and in the presence of the overwhelming 
numbers and dissimilar civilization of their African kinsmen, 
entitle them to the sympathetic consideration and good will 
of all liberty-loving nations. 

The Liberians are now engaged in a national campaign; 
and in January 1911, a president was nominated who for the 
next four years will have the responsibility and the direction of 
Liberian affairs. And in view of the revival of American activ- 
ity in that republic and our natural relation to it, a brief sketch 
of some of the main features of present political conditions 
in Liberia may be of some passing interest at this time. 

For the exercise of the political authority and jurisdiction 

1 Mr. Ellis was for eight years Secretary of the American Legation to Liberia. 
Among other articles published by him, relating to Liberian affairs, are the follow- 
ing: Education in Liberia (National Bureau of Education); Justice in the West 
African Jungle (The Independent); Dynamic Factors in the Liberian Situation 
(The Journal of Race Development). 
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of the Liberian republic the Americanized settlements are 
divided into counties and territories, cities and townships. 
The territory occupied by the native Africans is generally 
known as the hinterland and is divided into commissioner- 
districts. With about sixty or seventy-five thousand Ameri- 
canized Liberians the area of Liberia is variously estimated 
at from forty-five to fifty-five thousand square miles. With a 
sea frontage of about three hundred and fifty miles the Liberian 
hinterlands extend interiorward at varying depths of from 
two hundred to three hundred miles, and has an aboriginal 
population of from two to two and one half millions. 

The Americanized settlements are distributed along the 
sea coast in four counties and one territory. The territory 
of Grand Cape Mount is on the north-west with Robertsport 
as its capital and chief center, and the Mano River as the 
boundary between Liberia and the British colony of Sierra 
Leone. The four Liberian counties follow each other to the 
east " as named: Montserrado, Basa, Sino and Maryland, 
with the Cavalla River marking the line between Liberia's 
eastern limits and the French West African possessions of the 
Ivory Coast. Monrovia is the principal city of Montserrado 
County and is the capital of the republic and was named after 
President Monroe of the United States. Buchanan is the 
chief center of Basa County; Greenville of Sino; and Harper 
of Maryland. 

The people of Liberia vested the powers of the government 
in a written constitution, adopted in 1847, and which divides the 
political authority into the three departments, legislative, 
executive and judicial. Under the constitution as amended 
a few years ago the President and Vice-President are elected 
for a term of four years; the members of the House of Repre- 
sentatives for four years, and those of the Senate for six years. 
The members of the judicial department hold their office during 
good behavior. Formerly, the President was elected for two 
years, the representatives for two years and the senators for 
four years. 

The President and members of the Legislature are elected 
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by the people whose suffrage is limited only by a property 
qualification. The other officials of the government are ap- 
pointed by the president with the concurrence of the Senate. 
The advisors of the President consist of a cabinet of seven who 
hold their offices during the pleasure of the executive and who 
may also be removed by a vote of two thirds of the Legislature. 
The President may be removed only by impeachment originating 
in the House of Representatives with the Senators acting as 
judges and the Chief Justice as the presiding officer. Each county 
has two senators and the representatives are apportioned 
according to population, the present representation being 
four for Montserrado County, three for each of the other three 
counties and one for Cape Mount Territory with some repre- 
sentatives from native tribes. 

The judiciary consists of a Supreme Court of three judges, 
and quarterly, probate and justice courts for each of the counties 
and territories. The judges can only be removed for cause, 
the president suspending and his suspension meeting with the 
approval of the Legislature. In the hinterlands the native 
Africans have the right of appeal from the native courts of 
the interior to the Court of Quarter Sessions and Common 
Pleas of the county in which they reside. Monrovia, catching 
the spirit of the times, abolished, a year or so ago, the justices 
of the peace and established a municipal court, the tenure of 
whose judge is during good behavior. 

The political authority of the President is exercised in the 
counties and territories by a governor, appointed by the exec- 
utive, and is generally called the superintendent. In the 
interior the President is represented by a commissioner, who 
presides over each commissioner-district, and who associates with 
him the native chief in the control and government of the 
native peoples of his district. In some instances this commis- 
sioner has judicial functions from which an appeal lies to the 
Quarterly and Supreme courts. The authority of the commis- 
sioner is supported by a detachment of the Liberian Frontier 
Police Force, with headquarters at the Monrovia barracks. 

There are a few striking things about the Liberian govern- 



216 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW 

ment. One of them is the remarkable respect which the 
people have for law and order and the constituted authorities 
of the government. During the sixty odd years of Liberian 
independence the government has never been subverted for 
a moment, nor has the will of the people been defeated as 
expressed at the polls. Another is the great power of the 
President, growing largely out of his large political patronage. 
And notwithstanding the fact that the President appoints 
all the Liberian officials from cabinet ministers down to con- 
stables, (members of the Legislature excepted), it is astonishing 
how long many Liberian officials remain in office and the 
infrequency with which some of them are removed. The 
care and conservatism with which the President exercises 
his great appointive power is one of the strong and admirable 
features of the Liberian government. 

And finally the most notable characteristic of the Liberian 
government is the existence practically of only one political 
party. The reasons for this no doubt are many, but important 
if not chief among them, is the economic depression which 
followed the decline in the prices of Liberian coffee. Coffee 
was the overshadowing staple industry of the republic. The 
Liberian planters had invested all the capital they had in the 
coffee industry, and when coffee went down in the early 90' s 
the different Liberian communities were thrown into such a 
paralysis of hard times that they have not recovered to this 
day. Disheartened and financially distressed, formerly strong, 
self-sustaining and independent Liberian planters, one after 
another, abandoned their plantations and transferred their 
time and attention from coffee culture and the farm to politics 
and office seeking. And while something is due to the ability 
of the administrations to undermine opposition by capturing 
its capable leaders thru the charm of political preferment, 
something due to the smallness of the civilized population and 
the disposition of voter and leader alike to be on the winning 
side, yet, economic dependence is at the foundation of the one 
party systen which now obtains in Liberia. 

Very recently Liberia was drawn into the lime-light of inter- 
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national consideration by external force and pressure. Liberia 
was not only in serious danger of dismemberment, but the very 
life and independence of the republic was threatened from 
without. In the crisis which followed Liberians were alarmed 
and aroused as never before to find themselves hurriedly thrust 
into the presence of a new era, with old and new duties to be 
discharged which no longer could be deferred, new responsi- 
bilities to be assumed, new situations to be met, and new and 
perplexing problems to be solved. 

Of the problems confronting Liberia at the present time, 
perhaps, the most pressing and immediate is the financial 
problem which involves the payment for Liberia of two British 
loans of £100,000 each, one of 1871 and the other of 1906, and 
the taking charge of the Liberian customs, now under the 
supervision of British officials. A domestic floating debt of 
possibly $300,000 must be discharged and Liberian finances 
reorganized and partially restaffed in accord with the late 
and best fiscal methods of the day. The Hon. Daniel E. 
Howard, Secretary of the Treasury, has already taken up 
this very important work and has introduced into Liberian 
finances some very timely and commendable features. 

Next to the administration of Liberian finances is the educa- 
tional problem. At the present time the educational facilities 
are not sufficient to meet the growing educational demands 
upon the state. With the reorganization of the finances 
Liberia should have her school system thoroly examined 
and reorganized and new brain and blood infused into the 
teaching force. The Episcopal and Methodist churches of 
the United States are very prominent in the educational activ- 
ities and have in their missionary schools nearly half of the 
Liberian children attending school. The lack of funds, trained 
teachers and school buildings are the present chief difficulties. 
Thousands of native children, on account of the financial 
conditions of the country, are without educational opportunities. 
More educational facilities are indispensable to the permanent 
independence and liberty of the Liberian people. It is hoped, 
therefore, that American aid will mean something for the 
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educational system of this republic, not only in so far as the 
Americanized Liberians are concerned, but in the extension 
of larger educational opportunities to the native races. 

Under the administration of President Arthur Barclay the 
Liberian government has increased its influence materially in 
its grasp upon the control of the interior tribes; and the im- 
portant work of the pacification of the hinterland has advanced 
so far as to make intertribal wars infrequent and inconsequential. 
But there still remains the very urgent need of assimilating 
the Liberian native races to the spirit and principles of the 
Liberian democratic institutions. This important work of 
developing the native peoples of Liberia is inseparable from 
the development of the vast resources of Liberian hinterlands, 
whose hills and streams are rich with precious metals, and 
whose forests abound with the finest mahogany and other 
rare woods, besides a great variety of rubber producing flora. 
American capital will find safe and lucrative investment in 
the development of Liberian natural resources, in which alone 
lays the ultimate and future foundations of the Liberian state. 

Perhaps the most acute of Liberian problems are those arising 
in connection with her frontier difficulties with France and 
Great Britain, which involve the organization and equipment 
of a Liberian Frontier Police Force already in process of forma- 
tion. Great Britain wrested from Liberia in 1883, over the 
diplomatic opposition of the American government, a large 
section of Liberian northwest territory. The Anglo-Liberian 
boundary was delimited by a joint commission in 1903, yet 
in spite of this fact Great Britain now occupies the Kaure 
Lahun section, which comprises about three hundred and fifty 
miles of valuable lands admittedly on the Liberian side of the 
northwest boundary. To secure the evacuation of this territory 
it is very evident that Liberia must have the assistance of the 
government of the United States. In 1892 France followed 
the British example on the north-west and took from Liberia 
the Ivory Coast on the south-east. France occupied other 
Liberian lands in the hinterland and is now seeking still more 
to make her Liberian acquisitions equal to those of Great 
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Britain. For half of a century Liberia has been deprived of 
her lands by first one and then the other of these two powers, 
and unless the people of the United States render some practical 
aid the indications are that Liberia will gradually be obliterated 
from the map. 

The subject of Liberian judicial reform has excited a great 
deal of comment both in Liberia and in Great Britain. Great 
Britain first demanded the reform of the Liberian judiciary. 
President Barclay urged action upon this subject during the 
last two sessions of the Liberian Legislature and one or two 
administration bills were prepared to meet the British demand, 
but none of them were ever enacted into law, in spite of the 
able and brilliant advocacy of the President's recommendation 
by Attorney General C. D. B. King, Vice President Dossen, 
Counsellors T. McCants Stewart 2 and C. B. Dunbar, Super- 
intendent of Education E. J. Barclay and Secretary of State 
F. E. R. Johnson. The judicial reformers contend that the 
Liberian judiciary should be reorganized so that the judges 
could only be selected from the ablest members of the Liberian 
bar; that the salaries should be so increased that the best 
lawyers could afford to accept and would aspire to fill places 
on the bench, as a fitting climax to their professional career; 
and finally, that the judges should be decreased in number 
and freed as far as possible from the influence of partizan 
politics in the administration of justice. The Liberian lawyers 
led in urging these needed reforms and they would no doubt 
succeed with a little diplomatic advice and assistance from the 
United States. 

For some time past Liberia has been the great labor recruiting 
station for West Africa. The thousands of Liberian laborers 
are attracted as stevedores on European ships plying on the 
West Coast and as agricultural laborers in the different Euro- 
pean colonies east and south of Liberia, by the cash wage of 
36 cents and board which they can readily command. On 
account of this outside demand for Liberian laborers, con- 

2 Counsellor T. McCants Stewart has recently been appointed Associate Justice 
of the Supreme Court, indicating the increasing prospects for judicial reform. 
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sidered the best in West Africa, Liberian planters complain 
of being unable to get sufficient laborers for their plantations, 
and that the work of agriculture and general industry is handi- 
capped for the want of adequate labor forces. The fact is 
that on account of the undeveloped state of industry in Liberia 
capital cannot afford to pay the Liberian laborer in steady 
wages as much as he can obtain elsewhere; but with the devel- 
opment of the country and the introduction of large capital 
into Liberia, industry and the labor market will be able to 
offer the Liberian laborer enough wages to keep him at home 
and thus dispense with one of the now vexing problems of the 
republic. 

Just what the United States is going to do to help Liberia 
meet the various situations which confront the Liberian people, 
at least, is still unknown to the general public in the United 
States. A little more interest on the part of Liberia in an 
educational campaign to present the facts of the Liberian 
situation in full to the American people at large might arouse 
that American public sentiment which is too often necessary 
for effective official action in a democratic government. 

Soon after the adoption of the Liberian constitution in 1847 
the people divided themselves into two political parties under 
the same names as those which obtained at the time in the 
United States — the Republican and the Whig parties. For 
some time the Republican party has ceased to exist in Liberian 
politics. The opposition to the Whig party for the most part 
has been unorganized, without wise and resourceful leaders, 
and without funds adequate to compete with the dominant 
Whig administrations in national campaigns. But like the 
present Republican party of the United States the Liberian 
Whigs have met all the Liberian difficulties during the past 
thirty years or more. The Whigs have been progressive and 
inspired by wise and distinguished statesmen, the Liberian 
Whigs have repeatedly addressed themselves with success to 
the Liberian voters. Opposition to the Whig party in Liberia 
at the polls, seems now to have little or no chance of success, 
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so that a nomination upon the Whig ticket is equivalent to 
an election. 3 

The members of the Whig party are now engaged in the work 
of selecting the successor to President Barclay; and the next 
Liberian President, if not already determined, will be announced 
in the present January by the Liberian National True Whig 
Convention, in order to prepare for the election in the coming 
May. 

The discussion for the next Liberian President has clustered 
about the names of four Liberian statesmen: President 
Arthur Barclay, Secretary of State F. E. R. Johnson, Vice 
President John J. Dossen, and Secretary of the Treasury 
Daniel E. Howard. 

President Barclay for years was the acknowledged leader of 
the Liberian bar. Serving for a time as postmaster general, 
he was for eleven years Secretary of the Liberian Treasury 
and professor in Liberia College. He brought with his eleva- 
tion to the presidency a deep thinker, a wide public experience 
and equipment, a gentleman of modest and retiring manners, 
a faithful public servant and a brave champion of public meas- 
ures. He surrounded himself with the ablest men of his country 
and his administrations will be remembered for many notable 
civic triumphs in behalf of the Liberian state: the definition 
of Liberian boundaries, the pacification of the interior, increased 
control of the native races, organization of the Liberian Frontier 
Police Force, better supervision of the Liberian customs, and 
repeated attempts at judicial and other domestic reforms. 
But President Barclay has served eight years, the limit fixed 
by the traditions of his high office, and in deference to American 
and Liberian precedent declines to permit his name to be used 
in connection with another nomination. 

Secretary Johnson is the grandson of Elijah Johnson, the 
historic Liberian patriot who by his wisdom and courage saved 
the infant colony of Liberia from early extirpation; and the 
son of the late ex-President Hilary Johnson, one of Liberia's 

'Since the nomination for President new and aggressive opposition has developed 
through the division in the Whig party. 
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notable public men. Secretary Johnson is proud and dignified 
in his. bearing, scholarly in his attainments, and fluent in his 
speech. For years he has acknowledged no superior and has 
been recognized as a close competitor of President Barclay 
at the bar. He has enjoyed extensive foreign travel and has 
had a varied public experience. He has served on two important 
foreign missions and at different times has been postmaster 
general, attorney general, and is now secretary of state. But 
like President Barclay, tho for different reasons, Secretary 
Johnson declines to allow his name to be presented to the 
National Whig Convention for Liberia's next president. 

Vice President Dossen is a man of magnificent physique 
and splendid intellectual powers. Aggressive and proud in 
spirit, ready and forceful in language, he has enjoyed a useful 
public record. For ten years he was associate justice of the 
Supreme Court and compiled the publication of the Supreme 
Court Decisions. He served as envoy extraordinary to France 
and to the United States and now presides with becoming 
dignity over the deliberations of the Liberian Senate. Sup- 
ported solidly by Maryland County with friends along the 
coast, Vice President Dossen is a factor in the presidential 
situation which cannot wisely be ignored. 

Secretary Howard is the son of Thomas Howard, who for 
years was chairman of the National True Whig Party and 
Treasurer of the Liberian republic. Comparatively a young 
man Secretary Howard is a natural leader of men. Frank, 
honest and decisive he may be truly described as the Mark 
Hanna of Liberian politics. He received his education at 
Liberia College and in the study and management of men. 
Proud of his race and country he is to my mind to-day the 
strongest single factor in the Liberian republic. He has large 
influence with the aboriginals because of his ability to speak 
fluently a number of native tongues and he is usually relied 
upon to settle the native palavers and difficulties. He is 
Chairman of the National True Whig Committee and for 
years has been keeping intact and commanding the great 
forces of his party. He is a political leader of the highest 
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order. It is said of him that to his friends he is as true as 
steel, and that he does not know what it is to break a political 
promise. He was governor of Montserrado County and is now 
the master of Liberian finance. In his positions as Chairman 
of the National True Whig Committee and Secretary of the 
Treasury, Mr. Howard in recommendations to the President 
and otherwise has conferred so many political favors that he 
is regarded as the people's candidate with special claims upon 
the leaders. His County of Montserrado polls more votes 
than all the other three counties together, and with the loyal 
support of his county, and with at least an even chance with 
his rival on the coast, it is very difficult to see how the Liberian 
presidency can escape this Liberian son in the next National 
True Whig Convention. 

But no matter who is nominated by the convention, whether 
Vice President Dossen or Secretary Howard, the public record 
and attainments of the two leading candidates give every 
assurance that Liberia will have a splendid president, whose 
administration will endeavor to cultivate a closer and more 
practical relation between the republics of Liberia and the 
United States of America. 4 

4 Secretary Howard was nominated and is the regular Whig candidate for the 
Presidency. Vice President Dossen has been nominated by the National Union 
Party, a new political organization, and a spirited campaign will be closed May 5, 
1911. 



